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ABSTRACT

An examination of some of the learning difficulties
of Feace Corps volunteers 45 years of age and older who have
attempted to learn a =econd language, combined with a review of
Tesearch findings on the learning capacity of older learners, reveals
areas in which the older learmer can te helped to more complete
success in fcreign language study. Specific recommendations begin
with the adjustment of physical classroom conditions such as
lighting, temperature, seating, and acoustics. Individual needs and
abilities shculd ke defined in terms c¢f prior education, sex, time
elapsed since formal education, and previous exposure to foreign
languages. Individualized instruction should be emphasized.
Instruction will be relevant tc older learners if material is drawn
from the lives of people their age. Selif-pacing should be enphasized
instead cf speed. The contract approach to attainable short-tern
goals can be useful. Concentration will be enhanced by breaking
pmaterial and study periods intc short units. Visual and vocal
reinforcement will facilitate memorization, and new structures will
be atsorbed if they are integrated intc those 2lready known. Finally,
the teacher may f£ind that anxieties will ke reduced if he/she is
ready to take on the recle of ccunselor and is sensitive to
difficulties. (JB})

3k o ok ok ok o ol ok o ok o sk ok ok ok ok o ok ok ol ok of ok ok ol s sk ok o o ok kot ok ok ofe 3k oK o kol i o 3k Ao ok Rl 3 ok o 3 ok sk ek 3 ok ok o o ok

* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be nade *
* from the original document. *

e 30 e ohe o o 2 ok ook ofe ok o sk o o ok ok kol Sl ok o e ok e ok e o ok o ol ok ol o sk ke sl sk o e ok ool ek i 3 ok ok ok sk o o ok ok o ok ol ol e ok ek

ERIC

IToxt Provided by ERI



. 7

2

ED1926

e
_T REIGN LAI»IGUAGL LEATINTNG I'OR COLDER LFAL

o)
-

FIXQBLLN:‘ AR ADERCLCHE

| »_ BEST COPY AVA'LABLE

Judith Lictmani
-

e OSB  e

US DEFARTMENT OF HEALTH, “PERMISZION TO REPRODUCE THIS
EDUCATION & WELFARE MATERIAL IN MICROFICHE ONLY
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

EDUCATION HAS BEEN GRANTED B
THIS DOCUMENT HLS BEEN REPHO-
DUCED EXACTLY A% RECEIVED FROM ==
THE PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGIN-
ATING IT POINTS OF VIEW OR OFIHRIQNS
STATED DO HOT HMECES5ARILY REFRE-
SENTOFFICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF e s A BESAT IO
EQUCATION POSITION OB POLICY , TOTHE EEQQATIGN5%HESQU§:ES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC).

A

ip AR Y ]

7‘\?@6{@&;’= 2 ‘P g

O, | 2
e - |

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

FOREIGH LANGUAGE LEARNING FOR OLDER LEARNERS: PROBLEMS AND APPROACHES
’ - by Judith Rowmani T T T

This report is in response to the need to examine the difficulties of the
elderly age group of Peac:: Corps Volunteers in leerning or completing for-ign
language cowrses. The Volunteers involved are 45 years of age and over or
have beern absent from s learning situation for many yoars. The term older
learners is gencrslly used in literature to apply to persons over 60, but

it may be assumed that the problews of these over 45 are related since thue
physiological aging process is beginning and espueially since people of that
age may anticipate some of the psychologiecal problems of. aging wmerely through
their fear of it. The report will digcuss rescerel snd findings on sctual
learning capabilitivs of older Learners, their speeisl charscteristics,
physiological and psychological obstacles to leasrning, and the circumstances
under which they learn best. Finally, it will nake suggestions. These
suggestions do not especially sdvocate spceific methodologivs, but relate

to approaches and attitudes which way help to create conditions under which
older learners cesn learn s foreign language better. Foreign language study
is the first step in iumcrsion in & toreisn cullure for the Volunteers and
success is obviously crucial because of ibs elfvots on the entire subsecquent
‘neounter with that roreign culture.

i

i

i~

L. Learning Japabilitics

The learning capebilitivs of older Leerners have becn studied fairly
thoroughly in recent, times. Welford and others have studied skill-learning
capabilitics and studies of intellipene (bgginning with Wechsler) refer to
age differanceg Most difficultica arige in examining the growth or decline
of intelligence with age. Wechsler's Adult Tntolligence Scale for upes 16--
75 indicated s decline in intelligence with age according to his system of
measurem:-nt, but Matarazzo concludes that the apparent decline with age marely
"refleets and catalogs the differcnees in the socio-cultural mili-u and
2xpuTi2nees of the different gencrations" (p. 11€) Matarszzo reports (pr.11h-
5) that Birrea and Morrison have found that level of education affects per-
formance more then aze and that Green found "the ucens showed an increase

in seore with age for the Verbal and Full Scales.......and little, if any,
decline for the Ferformance Seale score betwecen ages 25 to 64." Horn's
phiysiological rescarch sugguested that brain tissue loss does occur with age,
and brain damage may occur due to the hazzards of living, geuerally res-
ulting in a decline in fluid intelligence(unformed, undirected intelligunce).
However, this is compensated by an increase in cryctallized intelligence
(cpucifically directed, specialized, adupted to deal with the situation at
hand) until middle age and little decline thereafter, barring accidents. Thus
the "compensating for the loss of onc ability with the swrplus of another,

the older person uses crystallized intclligence in place of fluid intelligence.
He substitutes accumulated wisdom for brilliance, while the younger person
does the opposite." (p. 72) Welford ot al, conducted experimsnts to test
learning ckills in different age groups for the Nufficld Foundation in the
1950's. Errors increase wilh agsy but the nature of the learning materials

is significant. "Fall of perforwance with was particularly marked in the

rote learning experiment, which required the subject to_build serial organ-
izations which were completely ad hoc [i.e. meaningless]......In the
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inspection experiment, in which Lanaard of
the beginmning o1’ the experiment and ther
subjects--at least those unp to the vaﬁiy gsixtive=-s
although ini;iallj poorer, very rapidly improved to ap
with that of younger su JJQFtE" (1@% . p 191) Theg
that oldexr peaplv hav et

learning, while in si

equal those of younge

Recent physiologieal studi
yielded amblgulo‘a re ult;,
and compensatory ma'}
hﬂlghtLﬂed threﬁh@ld

glisg hawgfgi, Ehgfi mgy bc Tre 1ty
levels of activity in th.. cas- of tho relalivels intect
altératlang...,miy well point t@ the preator iLﬂalLLJlTV
to internal somatic chans s a indeed, poed [
social context (v. 151). In t'n vory old, Ele s
the effects of vai:oug iizraSLSi However, Fuhrn conaludes ths
in the literature do not support a simple hypothesis ol progress
decline. It remains to he " d:tar&;nga “Hethgr carn;t;
havorial impairment oceur &g a 3

or Vthli' i iz thu *f'ulﬁ of &
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cxprrienced with tosaching older loarne ers, tecli us on
i & own chanrvationz that vhen due provision is made 2]
rhysical comfort of old:r po Dplv— they 1111 learn es wuch, it
as younger students. IHand (p. 123) affirms thet "adults, rogardless o
agin~, can 5till learn." Thus any detericiation in the faculties used by
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younger Learners can be compensetod hy murn skillful use of facult

Toped with arro, such as Eléﬂ«ﬁ and social consibivity - - ?
2. Special Tendencies |

] !
The ability of older D'lﬂ to learn may be aftceted by other Cactors be- ‘

sideg h;alth; such as p

D
rior education, scx, of day, and above all
their psychological attitu

des towards the material to be learnsd, the learning

Lgtter frcm Donna Cohen to Judith Roumani, Feb 1k, 1978: quoted with
kind permission of Dr. Cohen.
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situstion and in t+ Tﬁgs; latter
aspects will be dji that the
combined effect of ve rises sha *?ly to a peak in
middle age, and declincs 2r. He states thet 'the
greatest intellectus in the 30z anad EEle Log"
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the general conclusion that older e ¢ nheed a2 slover race in order

TN may not necossarily sppéw 1, Qﬁhfr (lQ(T} also sugge
that wam?ng in confrast to men, aciually Liccome more outgoing and actzveﬁas
they gct older. These qualities 1 would DbVlDwkly aid language learning.
The reason for the ese diflerenc ,sr)}{azthr votivation, aroua 3al, cte,--are

Ey chenbasun reports Luat elderly

not at all ciear. On the othe -

women perform MGISQ than men in PlGhle solving tasks, suggesting attitude

as the causc: '"another contributing factor 4o the poor prabl;ma5@1vzﬂg par-
formance of the elderly, especially elicrly woment, is thelr less favorable

and of'ten deproc :atory attitude abeout thuir probl. u—uclv1ng ability, and

the generel negative sot uhich they bring Lo the task,! " (p. 27h) Obviously

social and biological d;fférvncéﬁ e not as pr ‘onounced as 1nd1v1dual per-
1 ehtly nlnﬁtvaj - ; agftak;ng
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This rapid survey of reccarch findings on lecarning in the elder
us to an analysis into Ltvo Eroups o what appwar to be the cbsta'lgs to
ings.  The first froup conzists of phy lglgglﬁal obstaclecs & '

== 1 o 4
gecond @f sychological ﬁbufarlhgﬁ but it will be obvious to tlg reader that

they ma irtertw;ne and be it timetaly indeparable, Second group will
be of marc interegt Lo tenchers as it consists entirely of the obstacles
which can be alleviated through the skills and comnitment of teachers.

&, Physiological botacles

The physiol Ofical ohstacles afre ecting foreign langusge learning in
particulsr would b& difficulties in hearing or vision and disease praducing
stress which interferes with 193131&3 szficulty in learning at a fast
pace would be a very significant factor Tor an older studont in & class usin
audio-lingual methods - where the gin is quick responses. On the other hand,
deficiencies in problem-solving skills would interfere in a class in which
the structures of Lthe language must Le deduced. The audio-lingual method,
which became popular in the ninteen-fifties and sixties, was designed largely
for young students, when erpirlmgntg were being made in introducing foreign
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lanzuages to ycunger and younger ages., The d dupends on habit forming
in spoken linguistic patterns, a more sophisticatead i@;ﬁ ef rote-learning.
foung people are much better et this form of leerning ihan @1dzr peanlej &s
we have seen. With older people, bapha“ald lesrning is 18TE

and there is a heightened need t@ in 1QG :
structures held in the brajn. &
materiel, the structure of which is d;fflculﬁ tc porne
successful learning in ﬁldgr vecple. Moreover, the i
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his last 1L us &
foreign language. Amorng the elderly, Lhe ire Tor succens is ofter oub-
vweighed by fear of feilwre. One may acswse that Lhe balance graduslly shifts
from the former to the lacer durinpg the widdle years, Underisking to learn
a foreign language is a varticularly drematic wav to cxpose oneself to the
risk of failure. Mﬁmfﬂg,th’OMfELl 55 prone than the young to adopt
new, extraneous and difficult gosls in their lives, rightly feeling that they
have less time ﬁfa*zJL¢cg on the reasons for taking courses show that, after
the age of 46, p#opl« study in ordfr Lo vxpand their knovledge, rather then
to acquire Jjob skills. thf thug wish to inuermrate new learning into their
existing body of knowleds rather than loarn skills vhich they believe will
be indirectly useful. Il = ulrluf n fereion 7hnﬁuafﬂ cannot be fitted into
individual's scope of desired knorled he or she will not learn it
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is espreially heightened in the case of
¥y experience a neced Jor life review,
on integr ation, (Myerhall & Tufte)
suage impliecs the opposite

5 ¢ fear of failwee vhen undertaking any
sk Tor an older person i ]

lp&rnlnr a nev langua, The: elde:
wishing to see their TJvQ' as a pr
0Older students may f
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and hav
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much yaunggr peo plﬁ

! : thn nldf Jﬁ‘ﬂt Wil feglithat much
ol his personal ( Ly ar ‘al suak:. Loacning & new lAnguage has
san compared to acqu;r;np a new ?grﬁanal:tv in another language. Curran
:seribes bhe stages of the bivlh of Lhe new sclr. Obviously much anxiety
and Insccurity will accompany the process and relations bLetween older shu-

dznts and a younger teecher way be

h. Circumstences in which _Older Learncrs Can Dest Teain

Some efforts can be made to overcowe theoge Oﬂutﬁglfg to foreign language

learning in osder students.  The physical conditions (Lﬁmﬁﬁr&tur :, 1ightJnF,

2 5 ) should Lo 4hi 6 pousibic, laad has modoe ugort T T
in this respe Feconmendzbions on becaching f@lﬁlgn lgnguﬂﬁﬁﬂ tc

L re scattercd, bukb som2 of the wors pencheating studies of the

process of 1earn1ng a langugrﬁ provide suggestions which, combined with

each teacher's own experience, way help to improve the conditions under which

older students try te learn.
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As we have seen, meaningiess rote-learning is perticularly difficult for
older people. Distant, undefined goals ares difficult to work towards, esp-
ecially for older people. Therefore methods of learning which clearly est-
ablish attainable short-term goals for the older learner will be of great
help. A "contract" in which these goals are stated from the beginning would
clearly help, and would also alleviate some of the insecurity of the new
learning situation. Methods of memorizing which draw on the fundsmental mo-
tivation to learn rather than imposing anxiety-arousing mental or oral ex-
ercises have a greater chance of success with older people. BStevick's
Memory, Meaning and Method, provides valuable suggestions in this respect.
The author refers to memorization tests which point cut the difference
between short-term and long-term memory: "There is evidence that a ceriain
amount of subjective organizing goes on in any memoriraticn task....If for
some reason the mind is unable to funection in these ways while new materiasl
is available for processing during short-term m=ory, future ability to re-
trieve the material or to recognize it is seriously aflfected.

Stevick also cites studies showing that "lhe student's memory benefits from
ctively searching out, discovering end depicting, as contrastsd with rote
repetition, sentence reading, or even generation of their own relatively
unmaginative sentences." (p. 26) The effects of voealization on memory

"may not involve just the disruption ef rechearsal stratcgies, but may in-
ctead lessen the selective attention capebilities that are necessary for
riTective encoding in memory." (p. 31) The nced to introduce ney learning
moaterial into previously existing structurss, in order to prevent the inter-
Ierence of these structures, is paramount in older learners. Stevick's find-
Ings and deductions, if applied to older lesrncrs of foreign languages, suggest
Lhat 2 primarily audio-lingual mcthod is not likely to be successful. Rather
than vocalizetion, older students nced time and some silence to organize and

o

ingern new meterial into long-term memory. Stevick 8180 Shows that spacing
und pacing are important for memory (p. 28-29). As has been shown, self
picing is considered important for older learners in general. Thus the empha-
tis of the audio-lingual method on speed would bave to be abandoned. It
vculd elso be advisable, as Hand suggests, to break the material into shorter
v owers of concentration of older people (a Tesult perhaps of anxiety).
I"ngusge approaches which emphasize individualized but not isolated learning
{7.g. Pillet) have potential for ihe special needs of older leerners.

liom a psychologicalpoint of view, Stevick shows that "what is essential

for memory is response by the learner". (p. 38) Independently of other mod-
ilications in technigue, conventional language learning materials could be
adapted for the irterests of older people, rather than for those of teenagers
and young people. Responze and commitment increase when the class is & €om-

mitment increasc when the class is & _community whose members are trying to

communicate with each other, not & group of individuals each trying to impress
the teacher with bhis knowledge. Stevick discusses Curran's counseling learn-
ing and other methods aimed at using foreign Janguage for communication

between members of o communiiy.
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In counseling-learning, or community learning, the teacher is known as the
"counselor" and the student as the"client". The client solicits help on
whatever linguiscic elements he needs in order to communicste with other
clients. There is no eriticism but much encouragement and generation of pos-
itive feeling in order to facilitate the delicete proczss of the growth of
thé foreign languete "self”. The fo- igness, shallowness, and impression of
irrelevance which the foreign langusge has for the student should then dis-
appear. Learning a foreign language may turn out to be an integrating exper-
ience after all, since it may help to bridge guifs within the Divided Self
between the Performing Self and the Criticel Self which inhibits i%.2  For
Volunteers, learning the foreign language is part of the experience of being

& Volunteer which the student already hopes will be an integrating one. The
integration should take part on two levels: within the student's personality
and of the individual learner into the foreign language community. With the
help of a sensitive teacher, once the learner senses that these goals are
possible, a great incentive is added to language learning. The two types of 7
of purposes in languege learning, "instrumental” and ?integrafive"’(Jakcbﬂvits);
could come together effeclively in the case of the Peace Corps Volunteer.

Stevick discusses further "humanistic" methods in a work still in manuscript.
Practical advice to teachers warns them of some of the problems they may en-
counter in applying thesc approaches. TFor example, students may sense that
encouragement is deliberate and therefore feel additional insecurity if they
want to be criticized and corrected. This wculd appear to apply especially
to older students whose idea of what a classroom should be is quite authori-
tarian. The teacher should not sbandon the teacher mask and adopt the ordi-
nary person mask for too long or great insecurity will result. Stevick writes
that the teacher's role is to creete & space into which the student is free
Egﬁgraw;’écgtial“énd”fésp@psibiLitz,shépld therfore always be in the teacher's
hands. - )

——

Another technique which, in my view, might usefully be applied to the teaching
of older persons is Suggestopedia, or the Lozanov method. The latter has
shown excellent results in penetrating superficial 2 :yars of the mind and
reaching long-term memory through the use of music znd relaxation. It should
be considered seriously for teaching the older learners since anxiety is a
great contributor to failure to learn.

2. Conclusion

No technique in itself is bound to succeed. The least promising method may

succeed with older learners if the teacher 18 understanding of their special

needs regarding physical setting, pecing and the opportunity to structure
memory, as well &s of their anxieties and insecurities. The most important
thing secms to be that these needs should be recognized, and that older stu-

2. I em grateful to Dr. Stevick for these ideas suggested in a conversation
(March 22, 1978) and for allowing me to read two chapters of a book in
manuseript.
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dents should not be exposed to leerning situaiions designed for young people
with differing primary learning capabtilitics. When this happens, it seems
that the psychological effect on oldur students can purmanently impair thoir
capacity to learn the lanruage, Teschers must be eware thut learning can
only take place effectively if the lcarner is emotionally disposed to inte-
grate the new materisal into his personality. Therefore sensitivity to atti-
tudes and the ability to generate motivation ure more important then tech.
nigques and syllabi. Obviously, wastory of the languep: and ability to teact
it must exist in order for the teacler Lo inspire the student's confidence
in him. New approaches such as comunity learning and Suggestopedia mey be
worth trying with clder lcarners because they sre individualized for the
student's needs and pace.  With the epplicalion of trk- above suggestiaong and
those of the attached material, older students should be proven to be fully
capable of learning a forvign languags..




Summary of Recommendations
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Physical conditions (lighting, temperature, seating, acoustics) should

be the best possible for older learners.

Define individual needs and abilities in terms of prior education, sex,
how long since the student has had structured education, previous exposure
to foreign languages.

Individualize teaching as far as possible. Some older learners may
succeed with younger students; others may need a separate class.

Make material relevant to older learners, i.e. eliminate material dealing
with life of young students, and substitute materiel drawn from their

own lives.

Diminish emphasis on speed. Provide opportunity for self-pacing.
Define attainable short-term goals in terms of a "contract".
Break msterial and study periods into short units for better concentration.

To facilitate memorization, present materials both vocally and visually.
Allow time for absorption into long-term memory.

Integrate new material into previously existing structures of knowledge.
Without lessening responsibility for material, reduce anxieties and
insecurity through consciousness of role as counselor.

Be sensitive and alert to potential difficulties.

10
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